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Immersion
Our class was called an immersion course . . . [and] that’s exactly what it felt like. 
Deep and biblical and really fast. We sank emotionally, spiritually, and intellectual-
ly. We went under with community, clergy, activists, and organizations, and when 
we came up, it was Moral Monday in Ferguson, and we were being arrested deliv-
ering a list of demands to the Department of Justice. Ferguson was an immersion 
baptism and when I came up, I knew that the people of Ferguson were never sinners, 
but decades and centuries of laws and practices built up on their skins was sinful.1
One starting place for critical theological reflection upon experience is the question, “What is really going on here?” This question led seminarians and faculty from two theological schools to unite in 
solidarity and action in response to invitations from communities in Fergu-
son, Missouri. Participants engaged in immersion, in dislocation, in learning 
community, in actions, and in conversations, led by the people in Ferguson 
who were most impacted by racism, structural violence, and impunity. This 
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two-week immersion course took place on the one-year anniversary of the kill-
ing in Ferguson of an unarmed young African American man, Michael Brown. 
_________________
As the director of Community Engaged Learning at Pacific School of 
Religion, work on a Black Lives Matter immersion course began with the 
deans and faculties of both schools. Challenges of full academic calendars, 
committed budgets, and teaching loads were addressed by collective will. 
Seminary students, leaders, activists, partners, and lead faculty already 
were deeply engaged in learning in the Black Lives Matter movement. Do-
ing work before, during, and following the immersion changed seminar-
ies as well as students—work that addressed context, content, and critical 
issues. 
Before
Prior to the Black Lives Matter immersion, the learning cohort was 
shaped by prayer and communal spiritual practices. Pre-trip sessions also 
included training in nonviolent direct action, spiritual care of communal 
trauma, ethics of participant observation, and contextual ritual. The partici-
pants read and reflected collectively upon critical race theory, history, social 
analysis, theology, and critiques of “spiritual and political tourism.” 
_________________
Initiative, invitations, and hospitality from Eden Theological Seminary 
in St. Louis and local communities in the Bay Area and in Ferguson im-
mersed course planners in the practices and principles of cultural and spiri-
tual humility and in self-examination of our social locations. Multi-racial 
student cohorts and a multi-racial faculty team developed leadership and 
support roles. A covenant for participants was developed. At every step and 
misstep in course development, we learned from public failure and from 
each and every case-in-point moment. At Pacific School of Religion, Dr. Sha-
ron Fennema opened and held a space in which immersion in Spirit might 





From the first meeting of cohorts, the immersion begins. Awareness of 
location and dislocation, immigrant experiences, and class differences chal-
lenge right relationship even as the class forms. 
I am noticing how challenging it is for me to do the vulnerable thing of really 
listening well to an other, without responding reactively, and to let their experi-
ence potentially alter my own in ways that could lead to a new understanding 
for us both.2
_________________
Steve Commins is the director of Public World in the United King-
dom and is also the associate director of Global Public Affairs at the Luskin 
School of Public Affairs, University of California, Los Angeles. He works 
with UNICEF, the World Bank, World vision, and many faith-based NGOs. 
In a recent conversation, he gave me his strong recommendation that semi-
naries should examine and emphasize pre-immersion work: “Above all else, 
you have to open, to get into their heads, hearts, souls before the experience.”
After
Following the August 2015 immersion, students and faculty continued 
to work and reflect on the ways they had been and were continuing to be 
formed as spiritual leaders in ongoing social change work. The stories, spir-
it, and struggles of Black Lives Matter in the Bay Area and in Ferguson, and 
also of Standing Rock Water Protectors and, now, of resistance to executive 
orders targeting immigrant communities, are held together and deepened 
through actions, spiritual practice, and critical theological work in a variety 
of settings long after participants return to their existing personal and insti-
tutional commitments.
_________________
Each immersion cohort commits themselves to a period of ongoing in-
tentional spiritual and social change, solidarity work, prayer, communica-
tion, and mutual accountability. In class meetings, actions, organizing, vig-
ils, in seminary chapels and published writings, in sermons and projects 
in community placements stories are told and retold, analyzed and linked. 




Seminary community members that do not participate in the immer-
sion are also engaged through direct and indirect relationships forged by 
the cohort and by ongoing invitation. They follow blogs, action updates, and 
calls to action, raise bail money, hold vigils, and communicate in sustained 
relationships with local faith communities. 
_________________
Lynn Rhodes, a leader in field education for decades and a predecessor 
of mine at Pacific School of Religion, strongly recommended that the key to 
personal and social transformation is post-immersion work and creating in-
frastructures that support that work. She asked, “What does it matter in the 
lives of the students and of the community without ongoing engagement in 
struggles for justice? Is it consumption of experience at the expense of oth-
ers? How is the immersion becoming integral to the just life and work of the 
students and faculty?”
_________________
One year after an immersion in Colombia, the seminary became a U.S. 
center of organizing to reverse displacement of a community that had al-
ready been displaced multiple times. Three years after the immersion, the 
seminary translated and published a human rights report that could not be 
published in Colombia.
_________________
In 2017, a Spanish-language immersion in Mexico, “Engaging Commu-
nities of Liberation,” was structured so that the post-immersion language 
study, community learning, and solidarity work with students and faculty 
would continue formally for a period four times longer than the immersion 
itself.
_________________
In another immersion course, fifteen Changemaker Fellows, activists 
of color from across the United States, reported a deepened resilience in 
themselves and transformed perspectives on their change work. This learn-
ing journey was an intensive on human rights accompaniment in partner-
ship with the Fellowship of Reconciliation Peace Presence in Colombia. The 
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power differential between those with U.S. passports and those without led 
to an awakening for many participants that had lived and worked in mar-
ginalized communities for years. Discoveries of deep joy in risk taking and 
resistance were recorded in blogs, journals, worship leadership, evaluations, 
and summative papers. One activist from Oakland wrote, 
My immersion in Colombia resurrected a power in me that was slowly dying 
from the exhaustion of fighting battles that seemed hopeless. The dignity and 
strength that I saw alive and vibrant in actions taken . . . in the face of death and 
devastation has reassured me that . . . faith, hope and love still speak louder than 
corruption and violence. I have been transformed by the relationships that started 
on this immersion.3
_________________
Immersive learning, formation in community, experience as text, and 
soul work in dislocation can awaken or reawaken identity, belonging, pur-
pose, and meaning and lead to greater impact of action. However, immer-
sions can also awaken fear, bulwark denial of power differentials, and foster 
gratitude for privilege. Immersive learning can lead to a dying to theology 
of status quo, a dying to self that leads to new life. Or, immersions can rein-
force previously held assumptions, opinions, and prejudices.
The current dramatic turns in the international community and the 
current collision of a newly proclaimed desire to exclude and the longstand-
ing impulse to welcome clearly remind us just how crucial it is to learn to 
live with dislocation as well as difference as a resource for faithful global 
citizenship.
_________________
Susan Thistlethwaite writes, 
It is not possible to think your way into other people’s social conditions, you have 
to go there and you have to be there. But even this entering in and being with 
others, as in participant/observation, is a learning stage. “Commitment to work 
to change the ways our relationships are socially structured” is the product of 
entering into the neighborhood’s struggles, but also recognizing that one’s social 
location of privilege has been a systemic contribution to the oppressions against 
which these marginalized people are struggling.4 
_________________
In my thirty-five-years of experience with immersive learning in con-
gregations, campus ministries, and seminaries, my observation is that the 
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full power and potential of immersive learning experiences are realized 
most fully when the before, during, and after immersion experiences are 
brought together in an integrated, imperfect process. And, it is a beginning 
learning stage that also serves in formation and transformation. This brief 
reflection seeks to advocate for immersive learning in its many forms as a 
primary mode of seminary education. 
Theological Education
Parker Palmer described the pain that permeates education today as 
“the pain of disconnection.” He writes,
In the midst of such pain, the spiritual traditions offer hope that is hard to 
find elsewhere. . . . These traditions build on the great truth that beneath 
the broken surface of our lives there remains —in the words of Thomas 
Merton—“a hidden wholeness.” The hope of every wisdom tradition is to 
recall us to that wholeness in the midst of our torn world, to reweave us 
into the community that is so threadbare today.5
Theological education is in a season of rapid transition, challenged 
privilege, and threatened sustainability in its current forms in the United 
States. The pain of disconnection rather than spiritual resources for the 
search for “hidden wholeness” is found in centers of theological education 
as well as in other arenas of education. As we move forward, we can contrib-
ute to reflection upon these questions: How do we measure transformation 
in Spirit in our current metrics, measurable competencies, and rubrics? How 
will new delivery systems open and hold space for formation and transfor-
mation? “Whole being” seminary education rebuilds connections to “what 
is really going on here” through curricular and co-curricular immersive 
pedagogies in which Spirit shapes soul and learning outcomes include dis-
location and discovery and action/reflection.
_________________
Reflective spiritual leadership is developed by cultivating understand-
ing and skill through immersive learning that clarifies the reciprocal ways 
that self and culture, social forces, and institutions shape and give meaning 
to our lives. Through a variety of modalities, immersive learning can recog-





One outcome of my year-long unpublished study of seminary and uni-
versity immersive learning programs of great variety is that schools that 
commit time and resources for core faculty to lead immersion experiences 
and courses realize a greater impact on the school as an institution as well 
as greater sustained work among students than schools that do not have im-
mersive learning programs.
Dislocation
Robert McAfee Brown, in Creative Dislocations: The Movement of Grace,7 
weaves reading the world, the word, the Word, and oneself as a journey 
of grace. Intention, attention, and theological reflection provide a fruitful 
framework for helping to shape immersive learning and formation.
_________________
Chapter twelve of Brown’s book is entitled “The Gift of Disturbing Dis-
coveries” and describes some disturbing “but also liberating” discoveries: 
who we listen to determines what we hear; where we stand determines what we 
see; what we do determines who we are . . . where we come from says a lot about 
where we are going, but it needn’t lock us in.8
_________________
Brown ends the text with this affirmation,
For all of us, future dislocations loom, whether their content is job insecurity, 
spiritual spentness, the fear of death, . . . and I affirm, in the face of all that, that 
the dislocations can be given creative content, not just because we determinedly 
will it so, but because we are sustained by grace, whether we call it that or not.9
_________________
In preparation for an immersion in Guatemala entitled “Roots of Im-
migration,” the seminary, students, and partners in advocacy and accom-
paniment, as well as host communities, learned together as we worked on 
strategies, led by transgender members of the cohort, to know the realities 
and reduce the risks of homestays in rural villages as well as in travel hubs 




In addition to course evaluations from students, partners, and com-
munities, we conduct interviews following each immersion. We have also 
instituted five-year immersion reunions conducted live and online with fac-
ulty, partners, students, and resource people for contextual updates. These 
have given helpful information on the longer-term spiritual and vocational 
formation of participants and the role of the immersion in their formation. 
These have also served to reconnect members of each cohort and update 
alumni and seminary relationships. 
_________________
At such a reunion, the lead faculty of a Washington, D.C., faith and 
public policy immersion course reported that the course gave her “new lan-
guage for faith-based advocacy and changed my teaching at PSR [Pacific 
School of Religion]. A new book was informed by the conversations we had 
there.”10 
_________________
Decades of student reports confirm that sustained and intensive im-
mersive learning experiences are transformative. One student at that same 
D.C. immersion reunion said, “This immersion was the defining moment for 
me. I knew then that I wanted to work in public policy. And I was hired by 
Human Rights Campaign before I graduated!” A 2015 ethnographic study 
that included online surveys, interviews, and onsite shadowing of alumni 
by faculty from a ten-year period confirmed this as well.11 
_________________
In an address to theological field educators, Dr. Kwok Pui Lan de-
scribed four dimensions of religious leadership for the year 2040. She stated 
that new religious leaders will be civic leaders and global citizens who are 
better prepared to serve racial and ethnic minority communities, creative 
leaders of new forms of religious communities, and rooted and risk-taking 





As Sharon Daloz Parks writes in her book Leadership Can Be Taught: A 
Bold Approach for a Complex World, “A leader, then, is not only someone ap-
plying skill and competence onto a circumstance or situation—a practitio-
ner, but also a hermeneut—a seeker, questioner and crafter of meaning.”13 
Reading world, word, Word, and self in the midst of shared experience 
through theological reflection contributes to spiritual leadership formation. 
Language
While on sabbatical, I was invited to hear Supreme Court Justice Ste-
phen Breyer address a small group of law students and leaders of the Cen-
ter for Critical Democracy in Paris. Justice Breyer began speaking . . . in 
French. He spoke without translation for fourteen minutes. In French, he 
asked the students why they were studying U.S. case history while they 
were in France. “Ask yourself: ‘Where am I?’ Be where you are!” He ex-
horted them to study French, learn France’s legal system, study what other 
countries do and why and how they do it. Breyer said that this was urgently 
important in order to help to “expand the American imaginary beyond do-
mestic reality.”14
_________________
When asked about the core thesis of his new book, The Court and the 
World,15 Justice Breyer confessed that his thesis was simply that “there is 
something really important going on here—I wish I knew what it was.”
_________________
Breyer spoke of ways beyond the rule of law, including religion, that 
shape identity, meaning, and value and that require asking “What is really 
going on here?” outside the U.S.-dominant cultures.
_________________
I had been studying French and took pride that I could completely un-
derstand Justice Breyer’s opening remarks until I realized that I could have 
completely misunderstood him! Language study is an experience of the 




Author Jhumpa Lahiri wrote the following about her experience:
My mother tongue, Bengali, is foreign in America. When you live in a country 
where your own language is considered foreign, you can feel a continuous sense of 
estrangement. In my case there is another distance, another schism. I don’t know 
Bengali perfectly. I buy a book. It’s called “Teach yourself Italian.”
Two years of study. . . . The language still feels like a locked gate. When I mention 
that I’ve studied some Italian and that I would like to improve it, they . . . stop 
speaking to me in English. They gave me this turning point . . . thanks to them, 
I finally find myself inside the language. Because in the end to learn a language, 
to feel connected to it, you have to have a dialogue, however childlike, however 
imperfect.
I write in a terrible, embarrassing Italian, full of mistakes. . . . I don’t recognize 
the person who is writing . . . in this new, approximate language. But I know that 
it’s the most genuine, most vulnerable part of me.16
_________________
The “genuine and vulnerable” parts of oneself can be experienced, and 
creative dislocation can be formational, without travel. Language study and 
study in other disciplines and faith practices can be immersive. Students 
from other countries have led these studies with their fellow students, in-
cluding faculty.
_________________
Bishop Yvette Flunder has taught a local San Francisco Bay Area im-
mersion for ten years entitled “Refuge in the City” in which students learn 
from members of the most marginalized communities, who respond to the 
question, “What do you think seminarians need to know?”
Understanding
Arika Okrent, linguist and author of In the Land of Invented Languages, 
writes, 
Understand seems like a pretty straightforward English word . . . it’s had its cur-
rent meaning, to comprehend, since our earliest records of it. Still, it’s something 
of an etymological mystery. What does “standing under” have to do with under-
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standing. Most metaphors for understanding have to do with getting, grasping, 
or taking.17
_________________
Artist Sister Corita Kent created a colorful serigraph of these words, 
To understand
 is to stand under
 which is to look up to
 which is a good way
 to understand.18
This is an invitation to dislocation and a meditation on the perception of op-
pressive structures and systems. Structures and systems of oppression are 
perceived, exposed, and experienced most clearly by those most affected 
who are also most able to lead liberative change. Conversely, privilege re-
quires one to learn how to follow, to learn how to be last.
_________________
Christena Cleveland, in her blog “How to be last: A practical theology 
for privileged people,” writes,
When privileged people are invited to play a supportive role in justice and equity 
work, they often feel disoriented, marginalized and role-less . . . since they don’t 
have a leadership role they don’t believe they have a valuable role to play. . . . 
[They experience] disorientation and lack of clarity. . . . Privileged people have a 
difficult time recognizing the social value and the theological importance of such 
roles . . . of being last.19 
_________________
Parabolic experience that disrupts, disorients, and dislocates calls 
to mind C. H. Dodd’s description of the action of parable as leaving the 
mind “in sufficient doubt about its precise application to tease it into active 
thought.” Immersive learning experiences can slow and even stop the stu-
dent by their “vividness and strangeness,” leading the mind, heart, and soul 
into active spirit-led life that subverts power differentials and the domina-
tion/submission paradigm.20 
_________________
Joerg Rieger writes in his book Faith on the Road: A Short Theology of 
Travel and Justice, “When immersion travelers become aware of the toxicity 
of their own environments in firsthand encounters with others, they are in-
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variably shocked. Yet it is in the midst of those shocks that a deeper solidar-
ity becomes possible and that travel develops the potential to transform.”21
_________________
Local travel can have as great an impact as travel abroad. In a memo-
rable dinner conversation in the mid-1970s, John vincent of the Urban The-
ology Unit in Sheffield. England, said, “The only authentic ministry in the 
suburbs is to dig ditches for people to fall into.” This statement resulted in 
the visit of a very privileged youth group from Wellesley, Massachusetts, to 
the maximum security block at the prison in Walpole and the race relations 
group facilitated by staff of the American Friends Service Committee. Youth 
experienced grace in an unthinkable place and discovered that the only pro-
fessional killer they met that night was the trustee working in the gift shop. 
Their minds and hearts and questions changed and challenged their fami-
lies. Rieger writes, 
Immersion and short-term mission trips become truly alternative ways of travel 
when they lead us to take an extended and deep look at ourselves and at our in-
terconnectedness with others and with God . . . the biggest challenge of all may 
well be coming home.22
Critical Issues
In “The voluntourist’s Dilemma,” journalist Jacob Kushner reports on 
misspent human and financial resources that can cause real harm, such as 
“orphan tourism.” He writes,
To many of these people, simply experiencing a foreign culture is not enough. 
They must change that place for the better. . . . I’ve come to believe that the first 
step toward making the world a better place is to simply experience that place.23
This, in turn, requires us to be specific about our context and location. Self-
critical work in which we learn at least as much about ourselves as we do 
about the “other” requires developing relationships that may well challenge 
preconceptions, change lenses, raise new questions, and open the layers of 
belief to critical examination. 
_________________
How we do what we do speaks louder than what we say, blog, or pho-
tograph. Those we meet will observe where we stay and how we travel. 
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They will be aware of every decision we make and want to know why. Criti-
cal issues from carbon footprint to use of resources to extraction or appro-
priation are engaged at every level and layer of pedagogy, planning, and 
implementation.
_________________
Immersive learning and creative dislocation involve perpetual cri-
tique, examination, and assessment. They require the engagement of partic-
ipants in planning and implementation to learn about the work of mutuality 
and the power of and liberation in truth setting free.
_________________
Susan Thistlethwaite and George Cairns point out the dangers of what 
they call “theological tourism.” Their work demonstrates the critical impor-
tance of power analysis and of living into and learning from the discomfort 
of the differentials that shape us and our relationships in order to reshape 
us and our relationships.24
_________________
In writing of her own discomfort in a community lab immersion, one 
student wrote, 
I came across an Episcopal blog that described uncomfortability as a sacrament. 
“If uncomfortability is a sacrament, and I believe it is, then we need to lean into 
it . . . to dive into it even. We need to feel it deeply, knowing that it leads us to the 
very heart of Christ.”25 
_________________
Feminist theologian Rosemary Radford Ruether speaks about church 
as liberative community. Her statement at a Women’s Ordination World-
wide conference articulates clearly the inextricable relation between spiri-
tual and social transformation in a theology of baptism. She said,
Baptism should manifest the overcoming of alienating and oppressive modes of 
human relationship, and the reunion with one’s authentic potential for life as 
one’s gift in creation by God, entering into a community which confirms and nur-
tures such redemptive capacities of our human natures. We should understand 
baptism as the proclamation of our entrance into a process of metanoia or turning 
around by which we see through the ideologies that justify oppressive systems and 
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get in touch with our true potential for life. Eucharist is the ongoing nurture in 
such life in community.26
_________________
Immersion and dislocation can offer opportunities for such sacramen-
tal spiritual and social change. In February 2016, a student wrote about an 
immersion in Central America and the impact it had on her studies and her 
life:
 The ideas that have been swirling around in my head from last semester, wove 
through the immersion, and have now settled into my current classes . . . are the 
definitions of power and the characteristics of how power moves . . . that I see 
underpinning the work of social activism, academia, cultural change, and flux 
in societies. . . . Before the trip, we read essays by Latina feminist theologians 
and excerpts from books on Guatemalan history, particularly around the war and 
migration. Now we are hearing stories directly from leaders from the Mayan com-
munity, ex guerilla combatants and people who have migrated to the US and have 
come back to Guatemala. . . . With new bonding and relationships, things get 
increasingly personal.
_________________
The student quoted at the beginning of this article ended his sermon 
with these words:
I have learned from my time here at PSR [Pacific School of Religion], at Refuge, 
at Glide, and in Ferguson, that this movement is made up of moments of awak-
ening by people just like us. We are a people moving from what scares us, our 
ability to change the course of history, to being a people, from here to Ferguson 
to Palestine, who insist that our gifts, our lives, our comfort, our discomfort, our 
privilege, be used for the most sacred act, love—or not at all. To God be the Glory, 
Amen.27 
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Transcripts, videos, photos and minutes of the ICPCC meeting are now 
available free on the web site of the North Central Region of ACPE.
www.ncracpe.org.
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